I. The Love that Is Said to Be God
Later in the same homily Augustine uttered a similarly amazing directive, "Love, and do what you will." 7 The immediate context of this directive, which follows only two paragraphs after the one in which he said that love is God, shows that he is speaking of the intention and will with which a human being acts and not of the action that a human being does. He points out that the Father handed over his only Son for all of us, that Christ handed himself over for us, and that Judas handed over Christ to the Jews, where the same Latin verb (tradidit) expresses the action of handing over in each case. 8 But what is it that distinguishes the Father's handing over the Son, the Son's handing over himself, and Judas the disciple's handing over his master? The Father and the Son did this in love, but Judas did this in betrayal. You see that one should consider not what someone does, but with what mind and will one does it. We find God the Father in the same action in which we fi nd Judas; we bless the Father; we detest Judas. Why do we bless the Father and detest Judas? We bless love; we detest iniquity. 9 The thoughts and the intentions of God and of Judas were different. "God thought of our salvation by which we were redeemed; Judas thought of the price for which he sold the Lord. . . . A different intention made the actions different."
10 It is in this context then that Augustine said, "And so, once and for all, you are given a short commandment: Love, and do what you will. . . . [T] he root of love is within; only good can come from this root." 11 accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.
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Clearly it is the interior act of love that Augustine tells us comes from God and is God. In order to see why he calls such love God, we need to examine other passages in which he makes his daring inversion of the Johannine statement.
II. Other Examples of the Inversion in Augustine
In Sermo 156, 5, Augustine tells his congregation that "faith can work in a good way only through love." Following James 2:19, he distinguishes the faith of believers from the faith of demons. The faith of believers is, therefore, praiseworthy faith; it is the true faith of grace that works through love (Gal 5:6). But we cannot, can we, give it to ourselves that we have love and can work in a good way because of it? For it is written, The love of God has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us (Rom 5:5). Love is the gift of God to the point that it is called God, for John the apostle says, God is love, and he who remains in love remains in God, and God in him (1 Jn 4:16).
12
Here the Latin text of has "caritas" instead of "dilectio," and Augustine seems to use the two nouns without any difference in meaning, although, to the best of my knowledge, he never uses "amor" in this context.
In another text from In Joannis epistulam 9, 2, Augustine also uses "caritas" in the inversion, although without explicit reference to the wording of the Letter of John. There he argues that, "if love is God, and God neither increases nor decreases, love is said so to increase in you because you yourself increase in it."
13 Because the love that is God is identical with God, it can neither increase nor decrease, but we can increase and decrease in it. Here it would seem that a metaphysics of participation lies behind Augustine's argument. In good Plotinian fashion a Platonic form is integrally present, that is, present as a whole, wherever it is present, and yet things participate in the form in different degrees.
In his In Psalmum 98 enarratio, possibly preached at Carthage in 411, Augustine again identifies "caritas" with God. Augustine is permission has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Philosophy Documentation Center does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Philosophy Documentation Center.
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commenting on verse 4 of the psalm: "The Lord is great in Sion and on high over all peoples." He explains:
It is, nonetheless, evident that Sion is the city of God. And what is the city of God but the holy Church? For human beings loving one another and loving their God, who dwells in them, make up a city for God. But a city is held together by a law, and their law is love, and love itself is God.
14 For it is clearly written, God is love (1 Jn 4:8). A person, therefore, who is full of love is full of God, and many persons full of love make up a city for God. This city is Sion; therefore, the Church is Sion. God is great in it; be in it, and God will not be apart from you.
15
Here the expression "love itself: ipsa caritas" connotes, I suspect, subsistent love, the love by participation in which we love God and one another. We are, of course, as sinners, far from him not in distance, but in unlikeness. In De trinitate 7, 6, 12, Augustine explains, "For it is not by intervals of place, but by likeness that one draws near to God, and one withdraws from him by unlikeness."
17 Twice in the Confessions Augustine borrows Plotinus' imagery and language from Ennead 1, 6, 8, 16-27 to speak about our distance from God, who is whole everywhere: accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.
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I was far from your face in a darksome love. For it is not by feet or by distance of place that one departs from you or returns to you. But that younger son of yours did not look for chariots or ships, nor did he fl y off on a visible wing or journey on foot in order to live prodigally and dissipate in a distant land what you had given him as he departed. 18 Similarly, in the famous garden scene of his conversion, Augustine again borrows the same imagery from Plotinus to speak of his inability to return to God, to enter into covenant with God: "And one did not go there by ships or chariots or on feet, not even so far as I had gone to this place where we were sitting. For not only to go, but also to arrive there was nothing other than to will to go, but to will strongly and wholeheartedly."
19 Again, in book seven, where Augustine recounts the effect of his reading the books of the Platonists, he speaks of his distance from God in language that is both Christian and Plotinian:
And when I first knew you, you took me up so that I saw that what I saw existed and that I who saw it did not yet exist. And you beat back the weakness of my gaze, sending your strong rays upon me, and I trembled with love and horror, and I found that I was far from you in a region of unlikeness.
20
The phrase "in a region of unlikeness" comes from Ennead 1, 8,
13, 16-17:
And the region of unlikeness also recalls the Prodigal's departing in regionem longinquam (Lk 15:13). 21 In De civitate Dei 9, 17, Augustine chides certain learned men who still speak of bodily contact when discussing the happy life. He quotes from Plotinus, when he asks:
What has happened to that saying of Plotinus where he says: "We must therefore flee to the fatherland, and there the father is, and there is everything. What," he asks, "will be our ship or what our flight? Becoming like God." If then one becomes nearer to God the more one is like God, there is no other distance from him than unlikeness to him. 22 Thus, in order to overcome the misery of their spiritual separation from God, Augustine teaches his congregation: accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.
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Be therefore like him in piety and loving in thought, because his invisible reality is seen, having been understood through the things that have been created (Rom 1:20). Gaze upon the things that have been created. Wonder at them; seek their author. If you are unlike him, you will be rebuffed; if you are like him, you will exult. And when, like him, you begin to draw near and to be deeply aware of God, as that love grows in youfor love is also God-you will certainly become aware of what you said, but did not say. For before you were aware, you thought that you spoke of God. You begin to be aware, and you are aware that what you are aware of cannot be said. 23 Thus, unable to speak of the ineffable God, we shout in jubilation, by which Augustine means: in non-verbal sounds of joy. "What is jubilation? To be unable to express joy in words and yet to bear witness vocally to that which is grasped within and cannot be explained in words-that is jubilation."
24
Van Bavel says that the inversion occurs at least ten times in the works of Augustine. 25 It is interesting that the inversion and its ascription to scripture is also found in Ambrose's Expositio in Psalmum 118, 20 and 39 and in his Commentarius in Cantica Canticorum 2, 28. 26 It is also found in Ambrosiaster, In epistolam beati Paul ad Corinthios primam 13, vv. 4-8. 27 and in the Hypomnesticon 5, 3, 5. 28 Hence, it is certainly not simply a mistake on the part of Augustine. It is also found three times in Caesarius of Arles, once in Leo the Great, and occasionally in various later writers.
29

III. What Did Augustine Mean?
But what can Augustine have meant by his daring inversion of the text of John? In his classic study of Augustine's philosophy E. Gilson recognizes the inversion in Augustine, but avoids the crux of the matter by distinguishing "two meanings of the word 'charity': substantial and subsistent charity, which is God, and charity which is the love of God in the soul." 30 That move ignores Augustine's claim that love, our love, it seems, is God. R. Canning also recognizes the inversion, but seems to attribute it to "a spirit of enthusiasm for 1 Jn 4.8."
31 Van Bavel, on the other hand, clearly recognizes the problem. He says that at first glance "it is tempting to think that" Augustine said that love is God "under the influence of Neoplatonism," because accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.
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"according to Neoplatonism the eternal ideas like truth, goodness, and so on, are substances." 32 He, however, finds a major difference between Neoplatonism and Saint John to lie in the fact that "in John, love is not conceived as an abstract substance as in Neoplatonism, but as the personal God." 33 On the other hand, Augustine's use of "ipsa caritas: love itself," does sound as though he is speaking of a subsisting love. Furthermore, as we have seen, Augustine appeals to the inversion of Saint John in contexts where Plotinian participation lies in the background.
Augustine, furthermore, held that divine simplicity meant that "God is what he has"-except, of course, for the relations between the persons, for the Father has a Son, but is not the Son. 34 That is, when we say that God is good, or wise, or just, we are not predicating qualities that are added to his substance; rather, we have to understand that God is goodness, wisdom, and justice so that the propositions are convertible. Goodness itself, wisdom itself, justice itself-and love itself-are God.
Such a move, however, holds only if we are speaking of the absolute divine attributes, that is, of what is said of God nonrelatively, not of what the three persons are said to be in relation to one another nor of what God is said to be in relation to creatures. 35 That move might also seem not to hold for our love or for any other attribute of ours. Augustine, however, seems clearly to say that our love, the love of human beings for one another and for their God, is God. Such love is, of course, not merely ours since it is a gift of God, just as Augustine insists over and over again during the controversy with the Pelagians that we are righteous, not with a righteousness of our own, but with the righteousness of God. 36 So too, the love of God poured out in our hearts is a gift of God, but it "is a gift," as Augustine says, "to the point that it is called God" (Charitas usque adeo est donum Dei, ut Deus vocetur). 37 There are two more texts from books eight and fifteen of On the Trinity (De trinitate) in which Augustine says that love-indeed brotherly love-is God, and they throw further light on the question of what this inversion might mean. In book eight Augustine is arguing for accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.
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the inseparability of the commandments to love God and one's neighbor and again clearly claims that brotherly love is God.
Let us note how much John the apostle commends brotherly love. He says: One who loves his brother remains in the light, and there is no scandal in him (1 Jn 2:10). It is clear that he puts the perfection of righteousness in love of one's brother. For one in whom there is no scandal is surely perfect. And yet he seems to have been silent about the love of God, something he would never do save because he wanted God to be understood in brotherly love. For in the same letter he says quite openly a little later: Beloved, let us love one another because love is from God, and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. One who does not love has not known God because God is love (1 Jn 4:7). This context shows quite clearly how this same brotherly love-for it is brotherly love by which we love one another-is proclaimed with such great authority not only to be from God, but to be God. When, therefore, we love our brother out of love, we love him out of God, and it is impossible that we do not especially love the love by which we love our brother. Hence, we infer that those two commandments cannot exist apart from each other. 38 Augustine returns to the identification of love with God in the final book of On the Trinity where he argues that the Holy Spirit is properly referred to as love. He argues that, although the Father and the Son are said to be love, the Holy Spirit is to be properly named by the term "love." He says:
If we carefully examine the words of John the apostle, we find where the Holy Spirit is said to be love. When he said, Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God, he went on to say, And everyone who loves is born of God; one who does not love, has not known God, because God is love. Here he showed that he called that love God, which he said was from God. Love, therefore, is God from God. But because the Son too is from God the Father, and the Holy Spirit proceeds from God the Father, it is rightly asked of which of them we ought here to understand that it was said that love is God.
39
In the following Augustine says, accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page.
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when [John] mentioned the love of God, not by which we love him, but by which he loved us and sent his Son as propitiation for our sins, he exhorted us by this that we might also love one another and that God might remain in us, for he had certainly said that love is God. Immediately wanting to say something clearer on this matter, he said: In this we know that we remain in him and he in us, because he has given to us of his Spirit (1 Jn 4:13). The Holy Spirit, therefore, of which he has given us, makes us remain in God and him in us. But this is what love does. He, therefore, is God Love. 40 The final short sentence has presented a challenge to translators. The BA version says, "C'est donc le Saint-Esprit qui est le Dieu amour." The NBA version has, "È dunque lo Spirito Santo il Dio amore." The WSA version says, "He then who is the gift of God is love," while the older McKenna translation says, "He, therefore, is the God who is love (Deus dilectio)."
Although, as we have seen, Augustine clearly has said at least ten times that love, that is, the love by which we love God and by which we love one another, is God, he was also absolutely clear that we are not God, as our mutability clearly proves. What then can he have meant by his daring inversion of Saint John?
IV. Concluding Reflections
I have already suggested that a metaphysics of participation may well lie behind the inversion. For Augustine learned from Plotinus's twin treatises on omnipresence, Ennead VI, 4-5 to think of God as integrally present wherever he is, and he is of course present everywhere, but dwells only in the faithful. 41 Hence, if our love is a participation in the love that is God, we do not have a part of God, since he has no parts. Rather, if the love of God is poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit, as Saint Paul teaches in Rom 5:5, that love is going be God. It is often said that the theme of our divinization plays a relatively minor role in Augustine's thought compared to the Fathers of the Eastern Church, and yet in his early correspondence with Nebridius Augustine could speak of his and his friend's desire to become divine or god-like in leisure, where the verb "deificari" may have a stronger sense than one initially suspects. 42 And in his In accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page. If one loves God, one becomes God, not an alien god, and not a part of God, but God. However, such love by which we love God is not simply something of our doing for it is a gift of God poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit and is the result of God's dwelling in us. If such love is God, as Augustine has said at least ten times, it certainly shatters Nygren's dichotomy between eros and agape, between an ascending and a descending love, for it is the gift of God, the love poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit through the redeeming work of Christ, by which we rise up to the God, whose vision we desire as our abode.
As a final confirmation of this interpretation, I appeal to the words of a close disciple of Augustine, Prosper of Aquitaine, who in his De vocatione omnium gentium universalized the Johannine inversion, saying of God that he "is eternal wisdom, eternal truth, eternal goodness, eternal justice, finally, the eternal light of all the virtues, and all that is virtue is God." Although the Vulgate has "caritas," Augustine's version at times uses "dilectio." I have translated both as "love." 2. "If now and then he seems to mistake in interpretation (as in Homily VII.), not considering that in the Greek such propositions as 'God is love,'
are not convertible, the subject being marked by the article, and the predicate indicated by not having the article, let it be remembered that some exegetical canons of the kind were unknown in accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page. 
